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It is in the mundane world that media operate most significantly. They filter and 
frame everyday realities, through their singular and multiple representations, 
providing touchstones, references, for the conduct of everyday life, for the 
production and maintenance of common-sense (Silverstone 1999, p.6).   
 
While it is broadly accepted that the media do not reflect society, they do provide us with 
a repertoire of roles and images which we encounter and with which we engage. As the 
opening quote suggests, the media play a vital role in the circulation and mediation of 
ideas, attitudes and actions and their significance is commented on frequently. It is 
noteworthy that such commentary in South Africa identifies that men are infrequently 
depicted in parental roles. This is in comparison to the other roles men inhabit and in 
contrast to the role of women as mother. It is also suggested that the macho masculine 
identities that the media offer serve as proxy father roles (Nair, 1999). Consider the 
following pair of critiques of the media in relation to fathering. 
 
Farid Esack grew up in the Western Cape and comments that he did not ‘have’ a father 
because his biological father abandoned the family when he was a few weeks old. In 
pondering why many men do not embrace the role of fatherhood in a responsible way, 
Esack, at the time a member of the Commission of Gender Equity, implicates the media, 
albeit more by the omission than the representations of fathers. 
 
Our most common source of information, the media, also has little to offer. Articles, 
radio stories or television programmes on fatherhood are rare (Esack 1999, p.3). 
 
Yet, if the media fail to foreground fatherhood, they also stand accused of providing 
violent masculine role models. Roshila Nair proposes that a celluloid version of fathering 
is effected through the media and argues that the aggressive film character of Rambo 
served as a father figure with particular allure for underage combatants in the Midlands 
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of KwaZulu-Natal in the early 1990s (Nair, 1999). She writes about these boys, who 
were between nine and sixteen years of age, as living under violent circumstances 
where their fathers were mostly emasculated by extreme poverty. Caught up in the 
conflict, she argues, they had to make sense of their new role as participants in violence. 
This they did ‘by adopting the hero Rambo as father’ (Nair 1999; p.18). Nair’s concerns 
lie with the reverberations such macho masculine identities hold for the women these 
men encounter and the destructive fathers they might become. She reminds us of the 
relative lack of representations of men as fathers in the media.  
 
Clearly both these responses share a concern with the nature of representations of 
fathers and men in the media and their societal role. If media representations can be 
considered as moments within the ‘circuit of culture’ (Hall, 1997) that complexly relate to 
other contextual issues, they are linked to issues of identity, of gendered identities and 
various constructions of parenting.  This article acknowledges that fathers are not 
common media fare. Rather than dismissing that which is omitted, it proposes that such 
relative absences are significant and must be seen in relation to the repertoire of 
masculine roles that are foregrounded. It sets out, using very broad brush strokes, to 
reflect on the representations of fatherhood in both non-fictional and fictional forms of 
media primarily by considering the scholarly literature in the field.  
 
Literature on ‘dads’ in the media 
That serious, sustained scholarly interest in media portrayal of fathers or fatherhood is 
rare, particularly in contrast to motherhood, seems at first to be surprising. After all, 
patriarchy, or the law of the father, still substantially underpins the assumptions of 
contemporary societal institutions and their workings and one might be forgiven for 
imagining that men would be foregrounded in the role of father. However, I think this can 
be accounted for in a couple of ways.  
 
Interest in gendered representations in the media emerged historically as feminist 
critiques of the patriarchal nature of the media. If women are subordinate within 
patriarchal power relations, the initial task was to identify how the media represented 
women. The nature and scale of representations of men were examined primarily as a 
foil against which to understand the positioning of women and were secondary to the 
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feminist project. Thus, to start with, there is far less literature concerned with men than 
with women in the media. 
 
More recently, an expanding body of literature is emerging around representations of 
men and masculinity. It addresses the common repertoire of roles in which men are 
portrayed – a range of roles more numerous and varied than those allowed women, but 
perhaps surprisingly one that, quite simply, does not foreground fatherhood. Media 
narratives, whether fictive or non-fictive, tend to replay particular masculine scenarios, 
one that assume the normality of heterosexuality and fatherhood but do not foreground 
the latter (see, for example, the chapters by Robert Morrell, Mark Hunter, Desmond 
Lesejane and Nhlanhla Mkhize, all of whom discuss the separation of fatherhood from 
masculinity).  
 
Gender theory and media constructs 
Media and gender theorists have considered this repetitive enactment of predictable but 
limited scenarios and argue that it plays a significant social role in relation to gendered 
identity. Rather than accept any essentialist explanation for this compulsive 
repetitiveness, poststructuralist approaches enable us to view gender as socially 
constructed. Connell (1987) describes patriarchal power relations in terms of a gender 
order that depends on creating categories of inclusion or exclusion. It constitutes 
masculine and feminine identities as distinct. In this, masculinity is constructed as 
powerful, physical, rational and located in the public sphere, and femininity as passive, 
dependent, emotional and inhabiting the domestic sphere. This conceptualisation of the 
gender order also allows for a particularly powerful, or hegemonic, masculinity which, 
while dominant, is in continual contestation with other forms of masculinity.  
 
In this way, a binary distinction between the private and public spheres is put in play 
whereby the private becomes associated and conflated with the domestic, the natural, 
the family, personal life and intimacy, caring, reproduction and unwaged labour. The 
public becomes the (privileged) domain of the market place, production, waged labour, 
rationality, citizenship, critical public discourse and the state. This dichotomy is argued to 
be gendered and deployed to preserve ‘traditional patriarchal and heterosexist practices’ 
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(Duncan 1996, p.128). The patriarch (and not the pater1) holds sway in the public 
domain; the private domain is identified with the feminine and women are therefore 
allocated the caring parental role (or the mater). Locating men and masculinity within the 
privileged public sphere effectively excludes the private sphere from significance. Within 
this discourse, the primary role of fatherhood is constrained to bringing home the bacon 
(but not cooking it).  
 
Both feminist and media scholars have considered how the media privilege the 
discourse of hegemonic masculinity (e.g. Mulvey, 1989;  Weedon, 1987;  van Zoonen, 
1988). Through their selection of representations, of narratives, of the gendered actors 
within such narratives and the recurrent themes and genres, the media generally work to 
maintain the naturalisation of hegemonic gendered relations of power. While hegemonic 
masculinity presumes familial patriarchy as ‘normal’ (Hanke, 1992), it is generally 
enacted in the public sphere and so works to disallow a role for the patriarch in the 
private domain in intimate and caring relationships.  
 
This hegemonic frame tends to constitute a ‘good’ father as the responsible 
breadwinner/provider and the protector. While these roles are not foregrounded, they are 
assumed. Media representations locate the father in the public spheres of the work place 
or in contexts of physical endurance and challenge. He may be judged as inadequate 
when he fails in these roles. In contrast, the ‘good’ mother is defined by her ability to 
care and nurture her family and sustain intimate relationships with them. Her 
engagement in economic labour is subordinate to these roles, in spite of the fact that 
women are increasingly the heads of households and particularly in places like South 
Africa. Yet beyond this frame, discourses of social and gender justice challenge such 
binary distinctions in terms of parental functions. They foreground caring, nurturing and 
intimacy in conjunction with providing and protecting children for both parents.  
 
                                              
1
 The distinction I am making here, to put it fairly crudely, is that patriarchy refers to a system of power 
relations enacted by male subjects in the public sphere, while pater signals the relationship or 
connectedness of men within the family.  
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Fathers in the media 
With this preamble to account for why fathers do not appear frequently in the media, 
whether international or South African, I turn to the literature that does take account of 
how men are represented as fathers.  
 
While a survey of the literature identifies an emerging body of writing that examines the 
mediations of masculinities in the media, few dedicated studies on fathers are evident 
and reference to fathers in South African media is negligible. Because the literature 
tends to emerge from northern contexts, more specifically from the USA and, to a lesser 
extent from Britain, writers tend to discuss American media and television principally.  
 
Common to the literature I examine is the position that the media provide a wide variety 
of images of masculinity which validate particular ways of living, attitudes and actions as 
positive or desirable and propose others as negative facets and deploy them as 
cautionary messages. As Kimmel states in the introduction to Craig’s volume on ‘Men, 
masculinity and the media’, ‘Media messages tell us who we are, who we should be, and 
who we should avoid’ (1992, pxii). While Craig’s edited volume marks a significant stage 
in considering men in the media, few of the papers deal directly with fathers. Macho 
roles, on the other hand, receive extensive discussion. They include comic-book 
superheroes, heavy metal subculture, buddy/male bonds, Hollywood war films, 
newsmakers, athletes, and beer commercials with their active outdoor lifestyle marked 
by challenges, risk and mastery – all scenarios distant from intimacy and caring for the 
family. It reinforces the point that while patriarchy speaks the law of the father, the father 
is not highly visible in the private domain. 
 
Fejes (in Craig, 1992) examines quantitative studies on representations of men in the 
media. His account of the sex roles has some relevance in relation to fatherhood for he 
discusses ‘adult television’ (what is generally referred to as prime-time television) and 
advertising. One of the consistent findings in relation to ‘adult television’ is that men are 
more frequently portrayed than women but are less likely to inhabit situation comedies 
and soap opera genres that are located in the domestic realm and consequently recount 
family relationships. While men are more likely to be shown as employed in higher status 
traditionally male occupations (doctors, lawyers, ministers), studies suggest that men are 
less likely to be represented as married. 
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Men are powerful and successful, occupy high status positions, initiate action and 
act from the basis of the rational mind as opposed to emotions, are found more in 
the world of things as opposed to family and relationships, and organize their lives 
around problem solving (Fejes, 1992; p.12) 
 
Family situation comedies and fathers 
While prime-time television represents men in these roles, one exception to this situation 
where men are consistently represented primarily as fathers is in the popular situation 
comedy genre. According to a study by Cantor and Cantor (1992), family situation 
comedies seldom have stereotypical macho men2.  
 
The generic formula of the sitcom calls for a particular conflict to set in motion the 
narrative of a particular episode that relates to an issue within the family and is resolved 
by the end of the programme. The consequent reinstatement of the status quo tends to 
inscribe conservative family values. While the heterosexual nuclear family is the 
predominant form, alternative family forms do exist. Consider My Two Dads, also 
screened on South African television, where two men care for and nurture the orphaned 
daughter of a woman who had been involved with both men. In these instances, the 
fathers are constructed as loving, thoughtful and centrally concerned with their families, 
if at times a bit ridiculous.  
 
While some popular sitcoms portray families of different race, and in spite of very 
popular series that centre on Black families, the White nuclear family predominates as 
the ideal in these American programmes. Where the sitcom is located in a working class 
scenario, these fathers and husbands are likely to be depicted as clumsy, awkward and 
inept, and slightly ridiculous, while the wife dominates as the primary decision-maker. 
Discussing The Honeymooners, an early TV sitcom, Cantor & Cantor note that ‘in each 
episode, the more practical and wiser Alice reprimands and scolds Ralph for his 
foolishness. Ralph is always the incompetent fool, Alice is always right’ (1992, p.28). In 
contrast, the middle-class father and husband has tended to be represented as kind, 
sensitive, caring and domesticated - a kind of comical superdad.  
 
                                              
2
 Their study on American situation comedies up until the 1980s does not focus on the fathers specifically, 
who tend to be mentioned in the same breath as mothers. 
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Academic interest has also been directed at whether family sitcoms are progressive in 
terms of their representations of family power relations and whether media 
representations of hegemonic masculinity are in transition. Representations of the 1980s 
‘sensitive man’ have been discussed in relation to the family melodrama, 
thirtysomething. One study claimed that this series ‘broke new ground in portraying the 
conflicts and feelings of its male characters … where sensitive nurturing men, aware of 
themselves and their feelings, take the spotlight’ (Lehrer, 1989 in Hanke, 1992, p.192). 
In contrast, a further critique of thirtysomething makes the point that while this series 
appears to incorporate critiques of patriarchy with the provider constructed as sensitive, 
supportive and concerned with the emotional needs of his nuclear family, the series is 
centrally concerned with male heterosexuality (Torres, 1989). In spite of the occasional 
‘soft man’, Hanke argues that ‘unreconstructed’ male figures still abound in prime-time 
televisions and that series such as thirtysomething perpetuate the myth that middle-class 
professional men are less sexist than their working-class counterparts or Third World 
men. This argument is premised on the frequencies of representations. However, as it is 
the exceptional rather than the humdrum that arouses attention, I would be reluctant to 
dismiss the significance of the ‘soft man’ and would argue that such diversity of roles 
and representations enables more complex negotiations of identities and expectations;  
in this instance, around fathering.  
 
Moving from issues of representation to reception, Berry considered how the fathers in 
two prime-time situation comedies depicting Black American families were perceived. 
This audience study probed the responses of a group of Black youth participating in a 
1987 summer program in Austin, Texas. The Cosby Show and Good Times present 
contrasting representations of Black family life. The Cosby Show has been hailed as 
inventing new definitions of the Black male and Black family for American television. In 
the chosen episode, Heathcliff Huxtable, described as a ‘loving, caring, responsible, 
perceptive, and good-humoured’ father, responds to a family crisis (a joint of dagga) 
found in elder son, Theo’s, book) by confronting him verbally together with wife Claire. In 
contrast in the episode of Good Times with its more stereotypical family, the less tolerant 
and stereotypically punitive, James Evans, responds to his son’s failure to complete a 
test with physical punishment, while the wife attempts to restrain him. Most of the 
research participants judged James Evans as more manly and stronger because of his 
dominance over his family and his harsh disciplinary approach. In contrast, half the 
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group identified Heathcliffe Huxtable’s sensitivity and soft-hearted nature as weak and 
unmanly. Berry concludes that: 
  
Television as a mirror of changing and contrasting definitions of black manhood 
remains a significant yet limited component of black male gender image and style 
(1992, 123).  
 
Advertising genres 
Another media form, advertising, has consistently been critiqued for its stereotypical 
gendered representations (see Bertelsen, 1998). Studies undertaken in the 1970s found 
that a highly predictable set of gender roles tend to be invoked in advertising. If women 
were foregrounded in their domestic roles as housewives and mothers, in the private 
realm of the home, in advertisements for products to do with the home, men were 
portrayed as more autonomous (that is outside of relationships), in a range of 
occupations, in outdoor or business settings (i.e. public spaces), and in advertisements 
for alcohol, vehicles or business products. Their physical absence from the family space 
need not be interpreted as there not being fathers, however. Bread-winning is what 
fathers do and this in a public arena.  
 
More recently, Barthel suggests a changed role mode in the 1980s New Man: ‘He is one 
of capitalism’s most successful products: a consumer and a gentleman’ (1992; p.139). 
She describes the various aspects of the new male role model: ‘the young man on the 
make’ in the corporate game, at leisure in nature, powerful and in control. While these 
are all aspects of the patriarchal world, she identifies a changed trend in advertisements 
that portray the New Man as able to invest himself emotionally in relationships. 
Interestingly, the men’s magazines in which he appears portray him with his father, while 
the mother is absent: ‘almost always absent, out of sight, outgrown’. She notes that the 
New Father ‘wants to spend “quality time” with his children’ (1992; p.146) and appears in 
advertisements for products ranging from watches, to underpants, shoes and Calvin 
Klein’s Eternity. He is able to express his affection and love for his children and is 
constructed as seeking quality time with them; he is a super-dad. She concludes her 
description of the New Man in advertisements as follows:  
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Men of the nineties continue to feel they have the right to self-expression and self-
indulgence, to love and be loved, or, at least fool around a bit. Advertisements 
suggest ways to facilitate the process’ (1992; p.148). 
 
Studies undertaken to investigate changes in gendered roles in British magazines 
indicate a small and gradual movement toward the non-sexist portrayal of men over the 
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Dads that make the news 
Very little research has been done examining non-fiction genres and non-fiction 
representations of men, more particularly fathers and most of it focuses on 
representations produced in northern countries. News media operate within the public 
sphere, the public realm which Habermas proposed as a desirable space in which 
citizens meet to debate issues of public concern. However, the public sphere with its 
promise of universal access excludes the domestic or private sphere and is argued by 
feminist media scholars to have been constructed through the exclusion of women, the 
proletariat and popular culture (McLaughlin 1993; p.599-601). It is then unsurprising that 
fathers and fatherhood gets short shrift in the news media, appearing infrequently in 
defined parental roles.  
 
If the masculinist trajectory of the heroic successful patriarch provides the naturalised 
discourse for society and other media narratives, then what exceeds the threshold of the 
ordinary is the deviance from, or amplification of, such roles. Where men are identified in 
the news as fathers they are more likely to be there either as ‘elite’ people with 
considerable social status (Galtung & Ruge, 1981) or as deviant fathers. Consalvo 
(2003) argues that when fathers are portrayed as deviant in some way, the causes for 
their actions are deflected.  
This relegation of violent behaviour, validated by so many media genres, to the 
monstrous is commented on by Wykes who examined the British media coverage 
surrounding ‘the house of horror’ murders. In these, Fred and Rose West were 
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implicated in several murders, including of Fred’s own daughter. In discussing such 
family murders and abuse by fathers of children and family members she concludes that:  
 
Instead of analysing the dangerousness of families, journalists tend to adopt a 
strategy of deflection. This shifts discussion of family problems into discourses 
where all but the actual causes are addressed. … If men are explored as 
‘dangerous’ this is done through personalisation, pathologisation or ‘Faustianism’ 
Such men are unique, damaged, in league with the devil; they are thus excluded 
from masculinity per se and often rendered as beasts, monsters (Clark 1992) or 
evil (1998; p.236). 
 
By reporting such events as deviant, the press fails to explore the very processes of 
masculinity and patriarchy, and ignores ‘the masculinism at the heart of its project’ 
(Wykes, 1998; p.245). 
 
When do dads make the media in South Africa?  
Arguably, the literature that has been discussed above in relation to media produced in 
northern countries is relevant within a South African context as South Africans (and 
people globally) receive and negotiate these television programmes daily. Consider that 
South African broadcasters are only obliged by their licence conditions to meet a 
minimum quota of local content. Consequently, most South African TV is sourced from 
northern countries, notably the USA. As British theorists, Hearn and Melechi, argue, 
‘Processes of imaging are nowadays characteristically international’ (1992; p. 217). The 
United States, they argue, has a particular significance in the international arena of 
imaging. Two things are apparent from the studies mentioned. Fathers are significantly 
invisible in most media forms and are more likely to appear in family situation comedies 
than in other media forms. This applies equally to those under-researched South African 
popular soaps such as Generations or Isidingo, and Madam and Eve type sitcoms. 
South African media remains a rich field for research with its own particularities and 
historical shifts. In the section that follows, I consider media studies that relate to fathers 
in South African media and make reference to dads in advertising, before focussing on 
news media.  
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Dads in South African advertisements 
A recent content analysis exercise undertook a ‘snapshot’ of the gendered lives of 
children in advertising in popular South African magazines by looking at a single edition 
of the most popular South African magazines (Prinsloo, 2003). While the findings tend to 
present a snapshot of hegemonic masculinity at work (at play?), it is worth noting that 
children were frequently portrayed with their parents. Relevant to the topic here - when 
they were portrayed with a single parent, it was in all instances with their mothers. 
Where father was included in the ad, he was depicted with the wife/mother and the 
predictably tight nuclear family. The father stands there larger than his wife and 
protectively hovers over the group. In some of the men’s magazines, including 
magazines such as Kick-Off which assumes a working class Black male readership, 
there was a total absence of representations of children in the first instance, let alone of 
them with parents.  
 
Dads in South African news 
News conventions have emerged historically and taken different forms at different 
historical moments in relation to social contexts. Shifts in the representations of Black 
fatherhood and manhood can be discerned, for example, in Drum magazine between the 
1950s and those of a decade later (Clowes, 2004). In the early years manhood was 
constituted through a range of familial relationships including those of grandfathers, 
fathers and sons. Certainly Drum conformed to those news conventions that tended to 
foreground sporting figures, entertainment celebrities and community leaders, but the 
articles simultaneously acknowledged these men as husbands, fathers and sons, 
portrayed in domestic and affectionate roles. This tendency was echoed in the 
advertisements which depicted fathers feeding babies and playing with their children. 
Subsequently, from the late 1950s a shift in the representations of men in Drum both 
within editorial copy and advertisements began to disregard the role of Black men within 
their families in line with the trends of the White publications of the time. The ‘modern 
man’ of the 1960s became constructed as self-made and without the nexus of family 
relationships of a decade earlier (Clowes, 2004).  
 
This trend continues. A recent Southern African study of news content, The Gender 
Media Baseline Study (2003) conducted in ten Southern African countries, quantitatively 
assessed news coverage along gender lines. It found that men were represented in a 
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much wider range of activities than were women, but were rarely identified in terms of 
their relationships, e.g. father or husband, in contrast to women who were more likely to 
have such relationships ascribed to them.  
 
If the above discussion has tended to more abstract reflection, a brief examination of the 
representations of fathers in contemporary newspapers is presented to provide a 
concrete illustration of the ways in which fathers are commonly depicted in the news. I 
chose a single South African Sunday newspaper, the Sunday Times. Using the 
electronic archive (www.IOL.co.za), every report for the year 2003 that included the word 
‘father’ was extracted. This search produced a selection of news reports, features and 
obituaries, but I disregarded movie and book reviews and regular columns. Even so, the 
results were very lean.  
 
Thirty six reports or articles contained the word, but only two features, eighteen news 
reports, and one obituary had a significant focus on the father and it is these that are the 
subject of discussion here. The feature articles both covered topical gender issues. One 
describes the increase in men’s role in the domestic space, the other addresses fathers 
who renege on their maintenance payments. Interestingly, both features foreground the 
importance of the father’s engagement in the domestic space both in terms of finances 
and housework. However, it is characteristic of features to identify and discuss topical 
social issues and so they are markedly different from the news reports. 
 
What is more interesting for this discussion is the circumstances under which fathers 
actually make the news. Bearing in mind the nature of the news industry, it is important 
to recognise that what makes ‘news’ is that which is outside the ordinary or ab-normal. 
News is news because it exceeds the threshold of the normal. No matter how much 
particular interest groups desire news stories that provide good father role models, Mr 
Average Good Dad does not easily cut it with the reporters, their editors or their financial 
managers. He is quite simply not newsworthy. 
 
In the sample identified in the Sunday Times, a small number of the fathers are 
constructed as caring and engaged with their children and families. It is unsurprising that 
these fathers hold celebrity status, thereby meeting the news criterion as ‘elite people’ 
(Galtung & Ruge, 1981). Two of the fathers are referred to in articles about celebrities in 
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the entertainment section. In one, a woman TV presenter, describes her estranged 
husband as a ‘wonderful father’ who cared for the children during her extended absence 
abroad (‘Khanyi’s 10 year marriage is over’, 26 January 2003). Then, a male news 
presenter’s relationship with his son is described similarly as warm and caring (‘TV news 
reader’s two-year old son is star of the show’, 30 March 2003). Third, former president 
Nelson Mandela attends the funeral of his daughter-in-law prior to his eighty-fifth 
birthday celebrations (20 July 2003). The article comments on his support for his son 
and the affection he demonstrates to his grandchildren. Fourth, in an article in the 
Company News section, (‘In the name of the father’), Ross Perot junior is interviewed 
and speaks of the good relationship he shares with his father (14 December 2003).  
 
Then, there are obituaries. As obituaries mark the status of the deceased person as a 
public figure, in the first instance it is characteristic of this genre to discuss the dead with 
respect. In an obituary entitled ‘Family man’ (11 May 2003), Walter Sisulu is 
acknowledged as a responsible and loving father, although, in spite of this, is described 
largely in terms of his public persona.  
 
Such representations of fathers are important in their inscription of the discourse of the 
caring father but tend to be located in the ‘soft’ news pages. More numerous are reports 
that fulfil the news criterion of negative news (Galtung & Ruge 1981), and that are 
foregrounded as ‘important’ by their placement on the front pages. These relate 
misfortune or asocial deeds and these fathers are neither ‘elite’ nor celebrities. 
Misfortune occurs in ‘A family’s agony of wondering and waiting’, where a father has 
gone missing and is missed by his daughter (22 June 2003). Bad news is also the 
criteria for the report on a man who has been forced to beg in order to support his family 
after a bureaucratic bungle denied him his employment (‘“Dead” school cleaner forced to 
beg to stay alive’, 2 March 2003). In both these, the father’s role as breadwinner is 
important. Then, two examples of contested property rights arise in the sample of news 
reports, with one reporting a family dispute over the inheritances left by a deceased 
father (‘Mystery of millionaire’s faked will’, 1 June 2003), and another a contestation 
between father and son over money (‘Brothers, fathers in bitter legal battle over house’, 
9 February 2003). 
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If those news reports locate fathers within the patriarchal frame of breadwinners or in 
relation to property, four others introduce fathers as linked to an assortment of murders. 
A report on an accused murderer makes mention of the fact that his father had murdered 
his mother (‘I didn’t kill them, the Nigerians did it’, 26 October 2003). In ‘Mourners praise 
priest held for murder’ (16 February 2003), a community sides with the father charged 
for his son’s murder as the son was considered a thug and troublemaker. An Oedipal 
conflict involves a son who has killed the father over money (‘Murder rap teen tells how 
he hit dad with trophy’, 7 September 2003). In contrast, another father is accused of 
lying to shield a son accused of murder, here constructed as a protecting (if dishonest) 
parent (‘Young killers shed a tear in court’, 17 August 2003).  
 
Another negative but predictable role filled by fathers in the media is their abuse of 
children (three in this small sample). One report, ‘Please save me from my father’ (14 
December 2003), describes how a young Eastern Cape boy walked a long distance to 
the police station to request protection from the abuse he received from his father. In the 
follow-up report, ‘Father of battered child is finally behind bars’ (21 December 2003), the 
father has been arrested. Then, Michael Jackson’s father is reported to be supportive of 
his son during his trial for child molestation, but the report goes on to describe Jackson’s 
father as having treated his son roughly and beaten him (‘Jackson parents stand by 
disgraced pop star’, 28 December 2003). 
 
If dads tend to make hard news as celebrity or monster dads, it is interesting to compare 
this with how mothers are represented. To serve merely as a contrast, news reports that 
related to mothers were similarly identified for three of the twelve months (February to 
April 2003). In this smaller sample, there were twenty hard news reports that 
foregrounded women as mothers, approximately as many as for men for a full year. Of 
these, one presented an article about ‘bad’ mothers - who are described as drawing the 
child maintenance grant and abandoning the children with fathers. In a further two 
articles, women were identified in relation to their biological roles of giving birth and 
breast feeding. The remaining seventeen articles portray strong bonds between (non-
elite) mothers and children. These ‘mums’ are presented as ‘emotional experts’ (van 
Zoonen, 1988; p.38), supportive of their offspring. They give interviews about conflicts at 
school; one woman attends the court case of a murderous son; another of the man who 
allegedly murdered her mother; one mother forgives the murderer of her child. They give 
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commentary about their sick children and are identified as their son’s role models or the 
objects of their affection. They are constructed within the private realm of care and 
nurture and appear much more frequently than the fathers. 
 
There are some striking aspects to this news reporting. First, it is significant that hard 
news reports include fathers far less frequently than mothers. Second, it is the contrast 
in the nature of the representations themselves that is more the issue. While women are 
mostly portrayed as emotionally invested in their families, among men the role of being a 
caring, responsible father is generally reserved for ‘elite’ figures and more frequently 
features in soft news.  Murder, abuse, Oedipal wrangles and disputes over money and 
property marked much of the father/family relationships in hard news reporting. That 
certain themes recur, here paternal violence and/or struggles over property (eight of 
fourteen hard news stories), signals that these issues generate social concern. Fathers 
do inhabit a range of different roles in news reporting, albeit unequally. This diversity of 
news representations indicates that within the changing context of South African society 
the discourses around fatherhood exist in contestation with each other. 
 
Concluding comments 
This literature overview and discussion has identified two issues, namely the limited 
representation of fathers quantitatively, and then the limited repertoire of roles for dads. 
Fiction media often present men in macho roles in which force and violence frequently 
feature and are enacted in the public space.  When men are represented as ‘dads’ they 
are frequently the butt of jokes. Continuing the trend of the portrayal of men as engaged 
in assertive, often violent fictional scenarios, the news media brings us few fathers, but 
many of these are presented as dysfunctional. It seemed contradictory to me when I first 
started thinking about how fathers are constructed in the media that patriarchy (as the 
law of the father) should be bolstered by so few images of fathers. It, of course, 
becomes self-evident that this must be so if dominant patriarchal power relations are 
dependent on the dichotomy between the private and the public. It is a discourse that 
relegates fathering and caregiving to the private realm, the realm of nurturing and 
intimacy.  
 
If there is a tendency to largely erase caring fathers in the media, then we need to be 
aware of the implications of this erasure. As Silverstone notes in the opening quotation, 
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the media ‘filter and frame everyday realities’ and provide ‘touchstones, references, for 
the conduct of everyday life’. What we have noted is that the filters and frames for 
fatherhood are confined, they tend to include the ridiculous or the nasty and brutish. 
Clearly these must be judged inadequate as touchstones and references for the 
everyday lives of men and their children, their partners and society in general. The 
media touchstones for every day life can work in different ways. They could enable 
creative engagement with a broader repertoire of images. They could expand how we 
imagine the world, how we envisage relating and caring, and how we expect fathers to 
be ‘good’ fathers.  
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